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Redefining the Student-Teacher Relationship Through
Online Sharing Activities
Ji Yong Park, Queensland University of Technology, Queensland,
Australia
Abstract: The student-teacher relationship should be a critical factor for successful teaching and
learning in design education. In tradition, the relationship is defined as a master-apprentice, so design
teachers’ visual assessment capability and technical standards significantly affect students’ quality
of learning and achievements. However, there are some negative aspects of the master-apprentice re-
lationship in design education that it may restrict student experiences to cultural diversity and inter-
disciplinary learning through various interactions with other students. A visual design subject was
designed to adapt a new learning method that is to share students’ work and assessment through an
asynchronous communication tool. This method was expected to reduce the negative aspects of the
master-apprentice relationship and enhance peer-to-peer interactions and individualistic collaboration.
A survey with two types of student groups in terms of their levels of participation was conducted to
evaluate student experiences to this method. The outcomes implicate that online peer assessment is
helpful to reduce the negative aspects of master-apprentice relation and can be useful for achieving
the ultimate purpose of design education.
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Introduction
IN VISUAL DESIGN education, one of most important factors in terms of successfulvisual design learning is the acquisition of professional standards of aesthetics throughouttheoretical learning, practices and activities. Learning in visual design has traditionally
occurred in the context of master-apprentice relationship, and students are expected to
understand of and learn from the teacher’s visual criticism, assessment and technical advices.
A single teacher (or master)-driven approach which is common in Australian Design Educa-
tion however may restrict students’ creative and critical thinking which are vital to reach to
professional standards. In a single teacher-driven learning circumstance, the students may
ignore or devalue various types and levels of peers’ visual assessments that could be naturally
exposed by interactions with various student cohorts in their learning.
This research argues benefits and issues of peer-to-peer learning through online commu-
nication tools in the context of visual design education. It aims to overcome the negative
aspects of master-apprentice relationship and to nurture students’ creative and multi-viewing
visual assessment ability. To do so, a visual design unit, KIB102 Visual Interactions, focusing
on visual interface and interaction design learning, was selected to adapt a new learning
method that students are asked to share their work and receive feedback from other students
through an asynchronous communication tool. The method was designed to be a part of their
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project development process, so students cannot complete their projects with skipping this
activity.
Through an evaluation of the student learning experience, it indicates that 1) the sharing
works through an online communication tool could increase students’ capability of visual
assessment for achievement of professional standards; 2) online communication tools can
be used as a means of reducing the negative aspects of master-apprentice relationship and
enhancing peer-to-peer assessment and individualistic collaboration. As a result, student
motivation and active engagement in online peer-to-peer assessment enable students to learn
richness, diversity and multiplicity of visual assessment.
Master-Apprentice Relationship vs. Student Learning
The strength and assurance of the Beaux-Arts approach which is a master-apprentice learning
model was influential on Art and Design programs in the early 20th century (Bender &
Vredevoogd 2006). A single master-driven education model should be effective for students
to achieve professional design standards through observing the master’s knowledge and in-
sights and in practicing his or her demonstrated skills and techniques. Hence, the quality of
learning outcomes can be highly dependent on the masters’ capacity of aesthetic and profes-
sional standards. In particular, the aesthetic standards are the most significant factor for
quality of design education (Kelly 2001). In design education environments, however, a
master-apprentice model may negatively affect student learning experiences to the extent
that ‘students are trained to please the masters through slavish imitation’ (Frascara 2007, p.
63). It often occurs that design learning through observation could mislead student to imitate
and copy master’s design styles and patterns rather than understand the underlying principles
(Frascara 2007, p. 67).
Students would experience various grade levels, assessments and teaching styles from
various teachers over their course of study and they may also have some subjects based on
team teaching. However, a serious issue in the master-apprentice model could occur in case
that teacher’s visual assessment and design capacity are too subjective, insufficient expertise
or outdated techniques that deviate from professional standards. A teacher-oriented approach,
especially in a high power distance context between teacher and students, could seriously
and negatively affect the efficiency and effectiveness of learning to the extent that students
could be driven away from the opportunity of peer-to-peer learning.
Frascara (2007, p. 67) urges that generic learning objectives of visual design education
are ‘to foster the development of thinking, judging, collecting information, organizing it,
managing resources, and producing visual communications that are effective and sensitive
to users, contents, and contexts.’ In a single teacher-driven learning circumstance, however,
students may ignore or devalue various levels of peer-to-peer visual assessments that could
be naturally exposed by interactions with various student cohorts including those of different
gender, age, skill level, and cultural diversity of domestic, international and indigenous stu-
dents. In fact, Australian universities have been internationalised because of significant in-
ternational student cohorts that make up 17.3 percent (OECD 2007) of all the university
enrolment. Therefore, it is imperative for educators to develop the learning objectives and
content by considering various interactions between students.
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has drastically changed education
sectors in a way that education providers can deliver learning content to students in flexible
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and innovative ways. In the meantime, the master-apprentice relationship between teacher
and students in design education has a tendency to resist adapting advantages of ICT and
keep itself in a conventional teaching and learning model (Bender & Vredevoogd 2006). In
reality, ‘students demand greater control of their own learning and the inclusion of techno-
logies in ways that meet their needs and preferences (McLoughlin & Lee 2008; Prensky
2001). Under influence of ICT’s in and for education, students are no longer knowledge re-
ceivers, but active learning participants (Park 2008). Students are ‘finding new ways to
contribute, communicate, and collaborate using a variety of tools that empower them to de-
velop and share ideas’ (McLoughlin and Lee 2008).Therefore, design education and ICT
based pedagogical methods have to be integrated in terms of creating quality and effective
of student-to-student interactions in their learning process.
Therefore, it is imperative that design education has to be undertaken towards establishing
a good ‘partnership between instructor and learner’ and it should aim at ‘total personal de-
velopment’ (Frascara 2007, p. 67). It should be ‘based on transmitting information; learning
on searching and discovering…should be taught how to learn on their own, both from others
and from their environment’ (Frascara 2007, p. 67). In this context, design education is re-
quired to provide opportunities for quality of students-to-students communication and stu-
dents-to-workplace engagement beyond the master-apprentice relationship.
Online Peer Sharing and Assessment
Peer sharing and assessment, in which students comment on and criticise their peers’ work,
has been adapted as a useful method in both formative and summative assessment. Further-
more, peer and self assessment are regarded as a means of developing students’ generic skills
such as independent judgement ability of their works and that of others (McLoughlin & Luca
2004). In a pedagogical sense, peer assessment gives opportunities for student to plan their
own learning, to develop metacognitive and reflective thinking, and to enhance problem
solving abilities and interpersonal relationship (Tseng and Tsai 2007; Smith, Cooper, &
Lancaster, 2002).
Online communication technology has been adapted in peer sharing and assessment
activities and has proved that it is pedagogically effective and a valid assessment method
(Tseng and Tsai 2007). In particular, online peer assessment enables students to participate
in without time and space restrictions. Furthermore, the absence of the physical presence of
teacher, and anonymous communications can promote students’ active engagement and
participation into peer-to-peer interactions (Park 2008).
There are a number of advantages to using peer assessment, but it is worthwhile to compare
advantages and disadvantages of peer assessment in terms of designing quality of online
peer assessment. Table 1 below is the lists of advantages and disadvantages of peer assessment
defined by Institute for Interactive Media & Learning (IIML), University of Technology
Sydney, Australia (2007).
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Table 1: Advantages and Disadvantages of Peer Assessment
DisadvantagesAdvantages
• Students may lack the ability to evaluate
each other.
• Helps students to become more
autonomous, responsible and involved.
• •Encourages students to critically analyse
work done by others, rather than simply
seeing a mark.
Students may not take it seriously, allow-
ing friendships, entertainment value, etc.
to influence their marking.
•• Students may not like peer marking be-
cause of the possibility of being discrim-
inated against, being misunderstood, etc.
Helps clarify assessment criteria.
• Gives students a wider range of feedback.
• More closely parallels possible career
situations where judgement is made by a
group.
• Without lecturer intervention, students
may misinform each other.
• Reduces themarking load on the lecturer.
• Several groups can be run at once as not
all groups require the lecturer’s presence.
Due to all the advantages of peer assessment, online peer sharing and assessment should be
designed to reduce its disadvantages. To do so, online peer assessment should provide a
clear guideline of peer assessment process, but it should not restrict student’s creativity and
quality interactions. To ensure student’s serious and quality participation, peer sharing and
assessment should be merged into students’ project development process rather than a linear
association of the marking. Furthermore, the student communications and interactions on
online peer sharing and assessment should be monitored and moderated by teaching staff,
but it should not give students a sense of discipline and punishment, but instruction, encour-
agement and confidence. In the meantime, online communication technology enables
teachers to monitor students’ learning progress during any period of project development
that is nearly impossible during tradition peer assessment (Tseng & Tsai 2007).
In this context of maximising advantages of peer assessment and minimising the negative
aspects of the master-apprentice relationship in design education, the online communication
tool needs to be designed to fit into the learning objectives and reflect students’ constant
engagement with the project development process. In particular, the online peer assessment
for design education which is sharing their development process and outcomes requires being
a form of collaboration as a part of project development process. In other words, the online
peer assessment has to be focused on quality of their sharing activities in terms of creating
collaborative experience of learning rather than marking of other works. From a viewpoint
of progressive nature of design, it is imperative that peer sharing and assessment has to be
designed to embody ongoing interactions between students and students toward collaborative
production based on individual participatory contributions.
Unit Design
The unit, KIB102 Visual Interactions, is a typical large student cohort class (112 students
enrolled) in Communication Design course, Queensland University Technology, Australia
that provides one-hour lecture and two-hour studio each week for a 13 weeks semester. The
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unit requires students completing two assignments throughout the semester and the assign-
ments are integrated with a theme of interactive boxes design. Students are asked to design
these virtual boxes in the assignment 2 to contain showcase the graphic, animated and inter-
active content that student produce in the first assignment. Students are able to choose one
of the five themes provided; First Aid Box (solutions in a crisis), Lunch Box (healthy choices
for kids), Natural History Box (mini-beasts & monsters), Museum Box (history of fashion
and accessories), and Memory Box (far from home). While designing the first assignment,
students are asked to bear in mind that all the design items produced will be used by other
students who have selected the same theme in the
For the second assignment, students use their visual graphics as wells as those by other
peers who have selected the same theme, to incorporate into the visual interface of the box
they chose and created. Students are required to submit their assignment 1 items at an
asynchronous communication application, the Discussion Board of QUT Blackboard for
further interactions such as discussion, critiques, suggestions and collaboration for developing
an entire interactive box and finally selecting between 5 and 10 of the pieces of content in-
cluding their own works.
The assignments in this unit aim to provide an opportunity to see the work of peers and
to receive feedback and suggestions from the class group and tutor as part of the iterative
design process. Although the assignments are an individual-driven, rather than a team project,
it is expected that the sharing of content requires students experiencing effective communic-
ation strategies within the group and wider student cohort to produce consistent and unified
outcomes. Therefore, students are expected to make full use of the discussion forum and file
swapping tools on Blackboard, so it is assumed that student will be diligent in their attendance
of both lecture and studio, and are encouraged to make time outside of class to engage in
discussion and co-development with other students.
Evaluation Outcomes
To evaluate the online sharing experience, a survey was conducted at the end of the semester.
The survey questionnaires consist of three sections; Section 1 Learning experience in relation
to communication channel, Section 2 Experience of their online sharing activity, and Section
3 Comments and suggestions. Two types of student groups participated in this survey. One
is highly active students who have recorded more than 80 percent of attendance throughout
the semester and actively engaged in online peer sharing; the other is mediumly and lowly
active students who have less attendance in class and lower engagement in the online sharing
activity.
Section 1 asks how much teachers’ and students’ critiques and comments on the extent
to which their works are affecting their development process with 5-point Likert scale (5 –
Extremely High, 4 – High, 3 – Neutral, 2 – Low, 1 – Extremely Low) and which mediums
they prefer for communication with teacher and students. The table 2 shows the impact of
teacher’ and students’ critiques and comments on their works respectively and the data in-
dicate that peers’ critiques and comments do not have much effect on their works. Shown
in the table 3, furthermore, most students prefer individual face-to-face communication with
teacher, but face-to-face in class with peers. Interestingly, the discussion board is preferred
for communication with peers rather than the teacher, and email based communication which
is a one-to-one communication channel are preferred for both, teacher and peers.
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Table 2: Impacts of Teacher’s and Students’ Critiques and Comments
Medium or LowActive Students (N = 29)High Active Students (N = 13)
StudentsTeachersStudentsTeachersImpacts of
1(4%)6(21%)2(15%)8(62%)5
8(29%)13(46%)2(15%)4(31%)4
13(46%)7(25%)6(46%)1(8%)3
5(18%)1(4%)2(15%)-2
1(4%)1(4%)--1
Table 3: Preferred Communication Channels
Medium or Low Active Students
(N = 29)
High Active Students (N =
13)
StudentsTeachersStudentsTeachersMediums
23(82%)19(68%)6(46%)5(38%)Face-to-Face (in class)
17(61%)23(82%)5(38%)9(69%)Face-to-Face (individu-
al)
17(61%)17(61%)3(23%)5(38%)Email
12(43%)3(11%)5(38%)1(8%)Discussion Board
1(4%)1(4%)1(8%)-Telephone
7(25%)1(4%)--Instance messenger
--1(8%)-Blog
Overall the students prefer face-to-face communication with both parties and discussion
board based communication with peers is acceptable. It implicates that the asynchronous
communication tool for peer-to-peer assessment has to be designed in association with face-
to-face communication to some degree or has to be integrated to their project and its devel-
opment process. This is an advantage of blended learning that offers some of the best of
online and offline learning in that teacher in classroom support students through both indi-
vidual and group contact alongside maximising student active engagement online (Gulc
2006).
Section 2 (Table 4) asks students’ learning experiences of the online sharing activities in
terms of learning effectiveness, encouragement of communication with peers and teacher,
class based communication, visual assessment ability, and further engagement through 5-
point Likert scale (5 - Strongly agree, 4 - Agree, 3 - Average, 2 - Disagree, 1 - Strongly
Disagree). Interestingly, the highly active students are positive to all of the questions; while
the mediumly or lowly active students are somewhat negative, particularly to encouragement
of communication with teachers (Q3) and some of them do not agree that the online sharing
activities is more effective than sharing works in classroom (Q4). Overall both groups pos-
itively responded that the online sharing activities can improve their visual assessment ability
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in term of their critical reviews of other students (Q5). In comparison with other units and
other types of assessments (Q6 and 7), the highly active students are positive that the online
sharing activities are more effective and useful; while the mediumly or lowly active students
responded relatively neutrally. The results indicate that a blended learning mode is required
to be designed to encourage students’ active engagement and involvement in both modes,
online and offline, furthermore, both modes should be integrated in a consistent manner. To
maximise the benefits of blended learning, student-centred learning has to be equally applied
in both modes in terms of improving student interaction with the environments.
Table 4: Learning Experiences with the Online Sharing Activities
Mediumly or lowly active students
(N=29)
Highly active students (N=13)
12345123455-point
scale
1(4%)7(25%)14(50%)5(18%)1(4%)--4(31%)7(54%)1(8%)Q1.
Learning
effective-
ness
4(14%)3(11%)12(43%)7(25%)2(7%)-2(15%)3(23%)3(23%)5(38%)Q2.Com-
municate
actively
with other
students
1(4%)9(32%)8(29%)8(29%)2(7%)--5(38%)5(38%)3(23%)Q3.Com-
municate
actively
with your
teachers
4(14%)8(29%)8(29%)5(18%)3(11%)-3(23%)4(31%)5(38%)1(8%)Q4.More
effective
learning
method
than
‘sharing
your
works in
classroom’
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2(7%)4(14%)9(32%)12(43%)1(4%)--3(23%)7(54%)2(15%)Q5. Im-
prove your
visual as-
sessment
ability
3(11%)8(29%)13(46%)4(14%)---4(31%)6(46%)3(23%)Q6.Compar-
isonwith in-
dividual as-
sessments in
other units
4(14%)3(11%)14(50%)5(18%)2(7%)--3(23%)9(69%)1(8%)Q7.Compar-
ison with
group based
assessments
in other
units
-5(18%)15(54%)7(25%)1(4%)-2(15%)4(31%)6(46%)1(8%)Q8.More
freedom
from teach-
er’s cri-
tiques and
directions
1(4%)2(7%)10(36%)11(39%)4(14%)--2(15%)8(62%)3(23%)Q9. Further
participation
such as
moderator
With regard to the question 8 (more freedom from teacher’s critiques and directions), 54
percent of highly active students responded either Strongly agree or Agree, yet 54 percent
of mediumly or lowly active students chose Average and only 25 percent of them chose
Agree. It implicates that the online sharing activities give more comprehensive and critical
view to visual works and more freedom from teacher’s critiques and directions in terms of
project development process. However, most students in both groups agreed to be active
participants such as moderators in the online activities when requested (Q9) that a well de-
signed online peer-to-peer assessment and activity canmotivate students to actively participate
in their learning and allow them to experience different values and opportunities that could
not be happened in face-to-face learning.
Section 3 asks students to add any suggestions or comments for improvements of the online
sharing activities and 14 students left some comments. Overall the suggestions can be grouped
under: positive, negative comments and alternative ideas. For the positive views, students
made some comments that the online sharing activities is extremely helpful in getting ideas
and improving visual assessment ability through sharing works and communicating with
one another. Furthermore, it is a very effective learning method for those who are too self-
conscious or introvert to show their works in class. Conversely, for the negative views, stu-
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dents proposed that the participation to the activities needs to be fairer with a grading system
in terms of qualitative and quantitative participation and contribution. For the alternative
ideas, some students suggested using a blog or wiki for this online sharing activity rather
than discussion board because those communication tools would make it richer in terms of
reflective learning.
In particular, the negative comments and alternative ideas implicate that the blended
learning environment is required to provide a more systematic structure which reflects their
various levels of participations and connects peer-to-peer in a more interactive way. The
systematic structure should be a form of a new learning environment which is generated by
integration of online and offline communication by consideration of students’ various levels
and types of participation. Furthermore, the system should focus on student-to-student con-
nection and interaction in a sense of building up a community.
Conclusion
Graduate designers are expected to work with various clients who demand different levels
and qualities of aesthetic of visual outcomes. Thus it requires designers to have a flexible,
effective and high level of communication skill, and to be able to objectify their visual inter-
pretation and understanding in order to meet project requirements and client needs. Yet,
quite many students have tendency to complete their assignments or/and rely on their own
understanding of assessment criteria supplied without interactions with peers and regular
consultations with teachers. Although design education intrinsically requires students to
have high levels of creative and critical thinking, this phenomenon is common especially in
a large cohort of student class, and students’ creativity and multi-viewing capability should
stagnate because of a lack of interaction with others while conducting their projects. More
seriously, the master-apprenticemodel in design education could prevent seeking its solutions
because of its inherent high power distance.
A well-designed online peer-to-peer assessment system encourages students to manage
their time to get their peers’ feedbacks and helps to increase more students’ interaction and
communication by sharing their work process, so that students will be able to extend their
visual assessment and multi-viewing capabilities and objectify the whole working process.
From a teacher’s point of view, online peer assessment system helps teachers to keep track
of and monitor students’ working process, so that it ensures students’ quality performance
and engagement in their learning. As the survey outcomes indicated, online peer-to-peer
interactions could reduce negative aspects of the master-apprentice model and allow
achieving the ultimate purpose of design education. In online learning environments, further-
more, the master-apprentice relationship can be transformed into a partnership, and the
teacher is required to play multi-roles as a facilitator, a motivator, a participant and a moder-
ator in terms of creating quality of communications and interactions among students.
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